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EDITORIAL 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The formal arrangements of a legal system are a reflection of the values of society at that time. In 
this edition of the Queensland Environmental Practice Reporter we have three contributions to 
consider.  One – ‘Managing the Winds of Change’ – takes us on an historical excursion through 
the way land has been managed both by governments and by owners in central Queensland over 
some 150 years. It is perhaps not surprising that “a more cooperative approach” between 
landholders and government is recommended, partly, it would seem, in the interests of 
sustainability 
Then we have two contributions on the Sustainable Planning Bill 2009, now enacted by the 
Queensland Parliament. Planning processes have been restructured, but at first glance the 
intended outcomes have not. The Integrated Planning Act 1997 was directed at ecological 
sustainability. So, it would appear, is the Sustainable Planning Act 2009. Perhaps nothing has 
changed. Did the 1997 Act achieve ecological sustainability? There is probably no answer to that. 
Will the 2009 Act do so? This is similarly unpredictable. 
Interestingly our historical excursion and our contemporary excursion both engage with 
sustainability. In that sense, nothing has changed. Individual perceptions of what is sustainable no 
doubt vary. The 2009 Act is likely to place more emphasis upon what planners and formal 
decision-makers think is sustainable. In any event we commend to you these different approaches 
to what seems, appropriately, to be an ongoing theme in how land is managed.  
 
 
Douglas Fisher 
Editor 
iv
PROFESSIONAL COMMENTARY AND CRITIQUE 
 
 
1. Managing the Winds of Change  
By Hugh J. Lavery, Tom H. Kirkpatrick and Michelle A. Gane  
 
 
Introduction 
Environmental impacts caused during Australia's comparatively recent settlement by Europeans are 
evident. Governments (both Commonwealth and States) have been largely responsible for requiring 
landholders – through leasehold development conditions and taxation concessions – to conduct 
clearing that is now perceived as damage. Most governments are now demanding resource 
protection. There is a measure of bewilderment (if not resentment) among landholders because of 
this change. 
 
The more populous States, where most overall damage has been done (i.e. Victoria and New South 
Wales), provide most support for attempts to stop development in other regions where there has 
been less damage. Queensland, i.e. the north-eastern quarter of the continent, has been relatively 
slow to develop. It also holds the largest and most diverse natural environments. 
 
Tree clearing is an unavoidable element of land development, whether to access and enhance native 
grasses for livestock or to allow for urban developments (with exotic tree plantings). The 
consequences in terms of regulations are particularly complex because of the dynamic nature of 
vegetation. The regulatory terms used in current legislation – such as 'Endangered' and 'Of concern' – 
depend on legally-defined, static baselines. Regrowth and fire damage are two obvious causes of 
change. A less obvious aspect is succession, where ecosystems change naturally over long time-
frames. 
 
In the recent past, the Queensland Government encouraged extensive tree-clearing e.g. through the 
State Brigalow Development Scheme (mostly 1962 to 1975) which resulted in the removal of some 
97% of the wide-ranging mature forests of Acacia harpophylla. At the same time, this government 
controls National Parks and other reservations (occupying some 4% of the State's 1.7 million km2 
area) and also holds major World Heritage Areas (such as the Great Barrier Reef and the Wet 
Tropics Rainforest) promulgated under Commonwealth legislation. This is a highly prescriptive 
approach, where the community is directed on the one hand to develop (largely through lease 
conditions) and on the other to avoid development (largely by unusable reserves). 
 
Another approach to development and conservation is still possible in Queensland. For this to occur, 
however, a more workable and equitable solution than has been employed to date is needed, 
especially for the remote lands of this State. This must involve resident landholders, who have the 
capacity (through local knowledge, infrastructure and daily presence) to undertake most cost-
effectively sustainable land-use management (with suitable attention to ecosystems requiring special 
conservation effort), that is, provided they have the necessary direction, encouragement and 
incentive to do so. 
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Despite best intentions, what has been done to date all begs the two questions:  
 "What should the government define as the 'natural environment' so that the various qualifying terms 
(Endangered, etc.) may be applied correctly?"; and, most critically,  
 "What should any required 'conservation action' be trying to achieve?".  
 
This paper addresses these questions, using the example of a stock-grazing property in central 
Queensland – both to emphasise the need for these questions to be asked and to make more 
progress in providing answers. 
 
A case study 
‘Mulgrave’, a 186.4km2 property within an area of Queensland described as the Barcoo River 
catchment, is typical of much of inland Queensland in that it is regularly subjected to extended 
periods of drought as well as occasional extreme flooding. This large rural leaseholding lies near the 
town of Blackall (Figure 1). Historical records relating to it and the general area were searched. Local 
long-time landholders were questioned about management regimes and related resources. Current 
vegetation was field surveyed at the 1:10,000 scale recommended by government for property 
planning using GPS and GIS technologies. Data from procedures used by the Queensland 
Herbarium and Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service (with mapping at the affordable scale of 
1:100,000 across the State) were re-evaluated. 
 
The Barcoo River was first sighted by Europeans in the 1840s, when the explorers Sir Thomas 
Mitchell, Edmund Kennedy and Alfred Turner described it (their "Victoria River"1) as a region of 
extensive grasslands interspersed with boree (Acacia tephrina)2 and with brigalow scrub along the 
riversides3 (Figure 2a)4.  Their diary entries describe, within the period of four days along the Barcoo 
River, travelling “over fine plains in a westerly course for 10 miles”, “for about 11 miles over very fine country being 
well grassed Downs which struck us all at the time as being the best Country we had yet seen on the Journey”, and 
“over plains and at 15 miles encamped”.  While not traversing the current ‘Mulgrave’ itself, they portray a 
substantial grasslands region – “this El Dorado of Australia”5.  Entries also provide a picture of the 
distribution of brigalow scrubs (mostly on gravelly hills but also sometimes on downs where drought 
commonly kills this species), mulga scrub (“malga” sic.) (A. aneura) (on some ridges) and Callitris on 
sandy soils.  Among the grasslands “of the richest sort” grew boree which “formed a belt outside the brigalow, 
between the river and the open plains”6.  There appears to be no diary record hereabouts of gidgee (Acacia 
cambagei) or false sandalwood (Eremophila mitchellii).  How long this landscape had existed is largely 
conjectural, but fossil evidence suggests that the longest period of Recent time was when grasslands 
dominated. Use of fire over many millennia by the aboriginal occupants (as a means of gathering 
food) may well have maintained the grasslands. 
 
                                                 
1 DN Jeans, An Historical Geography of New South Wales, Reed Education, Sydney, 1972. 
2  Acacia pendula, the species described in the area by Mitchell (1848), is the name given in New South Wales to 
boree (The Australian Systematic Botany Society, Flora of Central Australia Reed, Sydney, 1981). 
3  TL Mitchell,  Journal of an Expedition into the Interior of Tropical Australia in Search of a Route from Sydney to 
the Gulf of Carpentaria, Longman Brown Green & Longmans, London, 1848; E Beale,   Kennedy, the Barcoo and 
Beyond: The Journals of Edmund Besley Court Kernnedy and Alfred Allaston Turner, with New Information on 
Kennedy’s Life, Blubber Head Press, Hobart, 1983. 
4  Fensham and Holman, ‘The use of the land survey record to assess changes in vegetation structure : A case study 
from the Darling Downs, Queensland, Australia’, (1998) 20(1) Rangelands Journal  132–142, illustrate how this 
qualitative assessment of historical records might apply to current  remnant vegetation in Queensland, though the 
fauna records for the same exploration are less persuasive: HJ Lavery,  Exploration North: A Natural History of 
Queensland, Currey O’Neil, Melbourne, 1978. 
5  Mitchell above n 3. 
6  Mitchell above n 3. 
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The reports of these vast pastures – dominated by Mitchell grasses (Astrebla species) – attracted in 
the 1860s the first European settlers who introduced cattle into the region. Many of the settlers, 
however, suffered severe financial loss over the next 20 years because of severe and extended 
drought. The next wave of settlers introduced sheep and were much more successful. By 1889, sheep 
numbers in the area were over 2 million and cattle were no longer raised there. The drought 
resistance of properties was improved by tapping into the underground waters of the Great Artesian 
Basin. 'Bore drains' – shallow trenches each many kilometres long – were channeled into the ground 
and fed from continuously flowing bores sunk into this huge resource. Whatever the season, virtually 
the entire countryside was made accessible to stock – as well as to the native kangaroos. 
 
As a consequence, the grazing pressure (particularly during drought) greatly increased on the native 
pasture from all sources – sheep, goats (also introduced) and the three species of large kangaroo 
(eastern grey kangaroo [Macropus giganteus], red kangaroo [M. rufus] and wallaroo [M. robustus]). 
Together with the regular droughts and the absence of fire, these pressures caused the native 
pastures to deteriorate. Relatively unpalatable tree species native to the region – boree, gidgee and 
false sandalwood – became the dominant vegetation. This is the scene exposed by the earliest aerial 
photography, though better appreciated by local knowledge (Figure 2b). 
 
To combat the unwanted native animal and plant invasions, new management practices were 
introduced in the mid-1900s. These practices included the 'capping' of bores and the replacement of 
bore drains with pipes and troughs, clearing of the trees (as also demanded by government to foster 
progress), the replacement of sheep by cattle, and the introduction of exotic pasture grasses (notably 
buffel grass [Cenchrus ciliaris]). This last was a highly successful introduction, with such reports as "One 
of the most spectacular developments to take place in the late 1960s has been the huge acreage (300,000 acres) of buffel 
grass sown on former useless gidgee country surrounding Blackall"7. 
 
‘Mulgrave’ has long been part of this landscape. Once part of a larger landholding (‘Isis Downs’), it 
nowadays consists of 18,640 hectares of which 8,495ha (46% of property) is grassland (Figure 2c). 
Of this, 760ha (4% of property) is dominated by Mitchell grass and the balance (7,735ha or 42%) is 
mostly buffel grass. The remaining 10,145ha (54% of the property) is forested. Of this, 6,615ha (36% 
of property) is of mature trees – gidgee (2,363ha or 13% of property), co-dominant gidgee and boree 
(4,032 ha or 22%), and dominant false sandalwood (219ha or 1%). The remaining, immature 
woodlands (3,530ha or 19% of property) are predominantly regrowth gidgee (defined legally as trees  
less than 60% of the species' mature height). These last are the product of earlier clearing – plus 
some growth into new areas. 
 
It may reasonably be deduced how this mix of vegetation has been derived. Bore drains, which 
encourage grassland loss (by making overgrazing in poor seasons possible) and stimulate tree growth 
(initially by soil moisture), were opened up on ‘Mulgrave’ around 1912. They continued to deliver 
some 1.3 million litres/day there for the next 30 years. High stocking rates (involving sheep, goats 
and kangaroos) reduced the grasses at the same time as the acacias (unpalatable to these species) 
grew – resulting in the scene depicted in Figure 2b. As profitability of the property declined, the new 
approaches to management (bore drain replacement by pipes and troughs, gidgee clearing, 
introduction of buffel grass, wildfire suppression and reintroduction of cattle) all served to restore 
profitability to the landholders and create the present vegetation mix (Figure 2c).  The vegetation 
changes over time were thus not so fire-dependent as have been described elsewhere8. 
                                                 
7  ACB Allen, Interior Queensland, Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1972. 
8  DG Ryan, JR Ryan and Starr ‘The Australian Landscape – Observations of Explorers and Early Settlers’, (1995) 
5(2) Cunninghamia 285–328, reviewed by JS Benson and PA Redpath, ‘The nature of pre-European native 
vegetation in Australia: A critique of Ryan, D.G., Ryan, J.R. and Starr (1995). “The Australian Landscape – 
Observations of Explorers and Early Settlers” (Murrumbidgee Catchment Management Committee: Wagga Wagga)’ 
(1997) 5(2) Cunninghamia 285–328. 
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Dynamic landscapes and the Vegetation Management Act 1999 
Such dynamic landscapes have been reported elsewhere in Australia9, though few relate to northern 
Australia.  In the light of this study, the following comments are offered about the current demands 
for conservation action with respect to this and similar properties. 
 
The Queensland Government has taken its baseline for diversity-retention and protection of native 
vegetation ('Pre-clearing Remnant Vegetation') from the first aerial photographic flights in the 1950s.10 Its 
1:100,000 scale maps covering ‘Mulgrave’ illustrate some 'Remnant Vegetation' (Figure 2b), left after 
extensive clearing. More detailed on-ground mapping (at 1:10,000 scale) reveal this as mostly gidgee 
shadelines interspersed with boree (Figure 2c). They derive from vegetation associations of quite 
recent origin (the previous 100 or so years). Significantly, gidgee-dominated woodlands appear to 
lack an associated fauna – giving weight to the belief that they are an artefact of recent land 
management.  Krull et al.11 have described how gidgee communities on Mitchell grasslands in the 
nearby Longreach district were of recent (post-World War II) origin, following the introduction of 
European-style management practices.  'Of Concern Vegetation' – in this instance gidgee – has been so-
called because it has been reduced by (government-prescribed) clearing from the large areas of the 
early 1900s. These areas were undoubtedly a product of the overgrazing in the late 1800s. Mitchell 
grasses, not seen on the ground during the 1950s but only inferred to be present,12 are now 
spreading.  Mitchell grasses have proved remarkably tolerant of grazing, surviving as degraded sparse 
ground cover.13  These grasses are regarded as 'Endangered' elsewhere in the State. 
 
By using the terms “Endangered”, “Of Concern”, “Remnant” and “Regrowth”, government appears to be 
directing the retention of an ecosystem that became dominant within the past century and then only 
as a result of unsustainable long-term land management. This is at the expense of an ecosystem 
(Mitchell grassland) which is described elsewhere in the State as more environmentally (and 
economically) valuable. Such dictates also overlook the fact that the 'Endangered' Mitchell grasses are 
returning without overt assistance as a result of current management practices, and may well be 
moving towards the re-creation of the vegetation association dominating before settlement (Figure 
2d).  This outcome is much more affordable – and acceptable – to the landholders.   
 
It must be noted that the vegetation changes described above have all resulted from the activities of 
graziers, encouraged by government, in the pursuit of profit from the land. To date, there has been 
no management specifically directed towards environmental protection; that different vegetation 
associations have appeared, disappeared and reappeared is testimony only to the resilience and 
adaptability of the native vegetation of this environment. What has eventuated, nevertheless, 
indicates that there are opportunities for more considered action involving the current land managers 
– with more desirable outcomes for the environment of inland Queensland. 
 
                                                 
9  ID Lunt, ‘Grazed, burnt and cleared: how ecologists have studied century-scale vegetation changes in Australia’ 
(2002) 50 Australian Journal of Botany 391–407; Lunt notes that few studies have documented successive 
vegetation changes within the period of European occupation. 
10  A Accad, VJ Neldner, BA Wilson and RE Niehus, Remnant Vegetation in Queensland: Analysis of Pre-clearing, 
Remnant 1998-1999 Regional Ecosystem Information, Queensland Herbariumn Brisbane, 2001. 
11 ES Krull, JO Skjemstad, WH Burrows, SG Bray, JG Wynn, R Bol, L Spouncer and B Harms, 'Recent vegetation 
changes in central Queensland, Australia: Evidence from ō13C and 14C analyses of soil organic matter’ (2005) 126 
Geoderma 241–259. 
12 P Sattler and R Williams, The Conservation Status of Queensland’s Bioregional Ecosystems, Environmental 
Protection Agency, Brisbane, 1999.  
13  ME White, After the Greening, The Browning of Australia, Kangaroo Press, Dural, 1994.   
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Conclusion 
In a review of environmental history (with clearing as a dominant discourse in the history of 
landscape change and grass as the discriminating factor)14 it has been concluded that – in the process 
of removal, replacement, utilization, modification and conservation – ‘new forests’ easily escape 
scholarly attention, and, being new, seem far less valuable and threatened.  Others15 advocate more 
research. 
 
A more cooperative approach between landholders (with their need for viable, sustainable 
enterprises) and the government (with its recently-found interest in native vegetation and ecosystem 
protection) might arrive at more mutually-agreeable outcomes.16  
 
The ebb and flow of forest and grassland species attributable to the interactions involving grazing 
pressures, drought, water availability and tree-clearing regimes suggest that opportunities exist to 
produce desirable and predictable land management results. Both economic and environmental 
viability may then be maintained over a much longer time-frame than is presently so. The highly 
dynamic nature of the vegetation is thus accommodated, and the different scales of State and 
property operations are recognised. 
 
The presence of buffel grass is an issue if the importance of the original ground flora is to be 
recognized. At the same time, it is of considerable interest to note the resurgence of Mitchell grasses. 
These long-adapted native species may be able to be encouraged by a suitable management regime 
that allows them to compete successfully with the introduced buffel grass. Buffel grass is surely less 
well adapted to the Australian landscape over the longer term (though it may be better adapted to 
heavy grazing by introduced stock). The possibility exists that the threatened Mitchell grasses, so 
highly regarded by both pastoralists and conservationists, can be restored to their real place in this 
environment, and that something resembling the long-standing landscape revealed by the first settlers 
will then be re-created and maintained. 
 
Hugh Lavery, Tom Kirkpatrick and Michelle Gane 
 
 
 
(Figures 1, 2a to 2d follow)
                                                 
14 T Griffiths, How many trees make a forest? Cultural debates about vegetation change in Australia (2002) 50 
Australian Journal of Botany 375–389. 
15 e.g. CD James, J Landsberg and SR Morton, ‘Ecological functioning in arid Australia and research to assist 
conservation of biology’ (1995) 2 Pacific Conservation Biology 126–142. 
16 SR Morton, Looking after our Land : A Future for Australia’s Biological Diversity, CSIRO, Canberra, 1996 and 
others. 
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Figure 1. ‘Mulgrave’ Map of Queensland showing location of ‘Mulgrave’ in the Lake Eyre 
river system. 
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Figure 2a. ‘Mulgrave’, central-western Queensland, Australia, showing schematic vegetation 
early 19th century  
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Figure 2b. ‘Mulgrave’, central-western Queensland, Australia, showing schematic vegetation 
mid-20th century 
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Figure 2c. ‘Mulgrave’, central-western Queensland, Australia, showing vegetation late 20th 
century 
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Figure 2d. ‘Mulgrave’, central-western Queensland, Australia, showing schematic vegetation 
mid 21st  century 
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